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A Window on Themselves:
Perceptions of lq.dians by Military
Officers and Their Wives
SHERRY L. SMITH

The recent surge in western women's history has raised provocative
questions about differences between men's and women's experiences
on the frontier and their perceptions of the people they encountered
there. Writings of army officers and their wives provide an opportunity
to explore nineteenth-century military perceptions of Indians and to
compare carefully the attitudes of men and women of similar social
and economic background. 1 Did military men and women view Indians
Sherry L. Smith is assistant professor of history in the University of Texas, EI Paso,
and the author of Sagebrush Soldier: Private William Earl Smith's View of the Sioux War of
1876 (1989) and the forthcoming The View from Officers' Row: Army Perceptions. of Western
Indians (1990).
1. This article is based on research conducted for the author's forthcoming book,
to be published by the University of Arizona Press. The study focuses on personal
reactions of over 135 officers and 35 officers' wives to Indians as conveyed through both
published and unpublished documents. Recent efforts to analyze women's experiences
in the West, in contrast t9 men's, include Glenda Riley, Women and Indians on the Fronti~r,
1825-1915 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1984); John Mack Faragher,
Women and Men on the Overland Trail (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1979); Julie Roy
Jeffrey, Frontier Women: The Trans-Mississippi West, 1848-1890 (New York: Hill and Wang,
1979); and Lillian Schlissel, Women's Diaries of the Westward Journey (New York: Schocken
Books, 1982). The author treats some of this material elsewhere in her article "Beyond
Princess and Squaw: Indian Women and the Military on the Nineteen Century Frontier,"
Susan Armitage and Elizabeth Jameson, eds., The Women's West (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1987), 63-75.
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in qualitatively different ways or did they possess fundamentally similar attitudes? Further, how much can one learn about Indians from
their comments?
Army officers and their wives represented the diversified regional
and social makeup of the officer corps during the nineteenth century.
Before the Civil War, 73 percent of the officers graduated from West
Point. This meant they represented the geographical distribution and
concomitant regional sentiments of the American people. After the
Civil War, the frontier officer corps was composed of regulars who held
high ranks in volunteer regiments during that war and former volunteers who sought regular army appointments after 1865. The officers,
then, were a mixture of West Point graduates and Civil War veterans
from the Northeast, Midwest, and West. In addition, an 1867 law
required that one-fourth of all second lieutenant appointments be filled
from enlisted ranks. Most of these officers, often veterans of the Indian
Wars of the 1850s who received their commissions during the Civil
War, were Irish and German immigrants. Although few of them were
ever promoted beyond a captaincy, they added a distinctive element
to the frontier army, and they offer additional evidence of the regional
and ethnic diversity within the officer corps. As time went on, however,
West Pointers reasserted their dominance and by 1897 they composed
60 percent of the officer corps while civilian appointees and "rankers"
made up 30 percent and 10 percent respectively.2
In addition, officers and officers' wives shared a largely middle
class background. They embraced a Victorian, mostly Protestant, perspective. Some of these men and women could claim relatively privileged upbringings as children of merchants, lawyers, Episcopal
ministers, and even army officers. Others revealed more modest backgrounds and some officers' wives served as laundresses before their
husbands received their commissions. Those women whose accounts
are noted here, however, tended to come from middle and upper classes
and were well educated. 3
2. Edward M. Coffman, The Old Army: A Portrait of the American Army in Peacetime,
1784-1898 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), 66-67, 219, 222-23; James L.
Morrison, Jr., "The United States Military Academy, 1833-1866: Years of Progress and
Turmoil" (doctoral dissertation, Columbia University, 1971), 290; Robert M. Utley, Frontiersmen in Blue: The United States Army and the Indian, 1848-1865 (New York: Macmillan
Publishing Company, 1967), 35; Robert M. Utley, Frontier Regulars: The United States Army
and the Indian, 1866-1891 (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1973), 18; and
Marcus Cunliffe, Soldiers & Civilians: The Martial Spirit in America, 1775-1865 (Boston:
Little, Brown and Company, 1968), 101, 103.
3. For more information on army officers' wives see Sandra Myres, "Romance and
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What of their perceptions of Indians, then? In most of the women's
writings initial fear of Indians emerged as an important theme. Here
they certainly diverged from army officers who only occasionally admitted trepidation. Interestingly, fear most often preceded actual contact and then tapered off after encounters, suggesting army wives traveled
West with preconceptions about the terrors Indians supposedly posed
and about women's appropriate response. Recalling an Indian alarm
at Fort Wingate, Alice Baldwin expressed surprise at her composure
since she had "read and heard that women had hysteria and swooned
and were bathed in tears in times of danger." Instead, she felt "that I
was not at all romantic, because in the midst of my solitude, I bethought
me of eating a piece of pie-which I did!" It was only when her husband
returned unharmed that she broke into sobs and hysterics "while the
men folks praised and complimented my pluck."4
The white woman as victim characterized their culture's image of
females in the West. Further, many books about frontier women presented them as reluctant to leave civilization, repulsed by wilderness
landscapes and hateful toward its inhabitants. Captivity narratives clearly
colored the wives' expectations of frontier life and Indians. Although
none of the officers' wives of this sample was captured by Indians,
many wrote about the terrors of captivity and one or more of the genre's
basic elements appeared in their accounts of it. Such literature prescribed behavior for women, and officers' wives uncritically accepted
its dictates r at least until they encountered actual Indians or, in the
case of Baldwin, had an audience which expected "romantic" reactions. s
Reality on the American Frontier: Views of Army Wives," Western Historical Quarterly, 13
(October 1982); Patricia Y. Stallard, Glittering Misery: Dependents of the Indian Fighting Army
(Fort Collins, Colorado: Old Army Press, 1978); and Coffman, Old Army, 104-36, 287327. Coffman's book is excellent on officers as well. See ibid., 42-103, 215-86.
4. Robert Carriker and Eleanor R. Carriker, eds., An Army Wife on the Frontier: The
Memoirs of Alice Blackwood Baldwin, 1867-1877 (Salt Lake City: Tanner Trust Fund, 1979),
67. For an equally plucky response to an Indian attack see Eveline Alexander in Sandra
Myres, ed., Cavalry Wife: The Diary of Eveline Alexander, 1866-67 (College Station: Texas
A&M University Press, 1977), 92-93. For other examples of women who expressed initial
fear of Indians see Ada Adams Vogdes diary, July 2, July 28, and August 23, 1868,
Huntington Library, San Marino, California; Martha Summerhayes, Vanished Arizona:
Recollections of the Army Life of a New England Woman (Tucson: Arizona Silouettes, 1960),
51; Frances M. A. Roe, Army Letters From an Officer'S Wife (New York: Appleton & Company, 1909), 57, 64-65; Frances Carrington, My Army Life and the Fort Phil Kearny Massacre
(Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott Company, 1911), 30, 86; Elizabeth Custer, "Boots and Saddles": or, Life in Dakota With General Custer (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1961),
4, 58-59, 67.
5. See Dawn L. Gherman, "From Parlour to Tepee: The White Squaw on the Amer-

450

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

OCTOBER 1989

While initial fears and attitudes toward Indians depended on fiction-inspired expectations, once on the frontier many, although not
all, of these women cast aside images which did not match experience.
Apprehension often gave way to curiosity about Native Americans.
The women visited camps, invited Indians into their homes for social
engagements, and expressed a genuine interest in their cultures. In
addition, Indians' reactions to them, particularly gestures of friendship
and reciprocal curiosity, eroded white women's fears and underscored
their common humanity. Considering the bloodiness of the Indian Wars
through which they lived, the fact that their husbands represented a
military force determined to subdue Indians who resisted white advances, and that a number of the women discussed here lost husbands
and friends in the battles, their expressions of sympathy and friendliness might seem remarkable. Moreover, when they wrote favorably
about Indians it was not only for those who demonstrated an affinity
for white values. Unacculturated Indians received a measure of positive
treatment as well. And of course, military wives' occasional insights
into Indians' actions, motivations, and attitudes demonstrate that Native Americans proved far more complex than stereotypes allowed. 6
A number of studies of army officers' perceptions of Indians demonstrate that a significant number, although not all, of these men also
expressed feelings of friendship and sympathy. A large number of
officers deplored the abuses heaped upon native people by frontiersmen or government officials and many struggled with questions of the
morality of fighting Indians. A significant number of military men
admired some aspects of Indian cultures (particularly military skills or
traits, customs and practices that resembled their own) and a minority
of officers achieved genuine understanding, communication, and
friendship with Indian people. 7
Simultaneously, it must be added, many officers and wives often
ican Frontier" (doctoral dissertation, University of Massachusetts, 1975), 58; Riley, Women

and Indians, 1-81.
6. Sherry L. Smith, "Officers' Wives, Indians and the Indian Wars," Order of the
Indian Wars Journal, 1 (Winter 1980), 35-46; and Riley, Women and Indians, 151-52.
7. Sherry L. Smith, '''Civilization's Guardians': U.S. Army Officers' Reflections on
Indians and the Indian Wars in the Trans-Mississippi West, 1848-1890" (doctoral dissertation, University of Washington, 1984); Thomas C. Leonard, "Red, White and the Army
Blue: Empathy and Anger in the American West," American Quarterly, 26 (May 1973),
176-90; Thomas C. Leonard, "The Reluctant Conquerors: How the Generals Viewed the
Indians," American Heritage, 27 (August 1976), 34-41; William B. Skelton, "Army Officers'
Attitudes Toward Indians, 1830-1860," Pacific Northwest Quarterly, 65 (July 1976), 11324; Richard Ellis, "The Humanitarian Generals," Western Historical Quarterly, 3 (April
1972), 169-78; and Coffman, Old Army, 34-35, 61, 73-78, 254-61.
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failed to grasp the realities of Indian lives or to overcome their deeply
rooted ethnocentrism. Both men and women operated under similar
assumptions about the perceived dichotomy of savagery and civilization. They recognized tribal and cultural distinctions yet continued to
write about a' general Indian character. They demonstrated the same
ambivalences about Indians and exhibited the same range of overall
responses as many of their countrymen and women. 8 Army officers
and wives, in other words, were products of their time and place and
approached Indians with similar cultural limitations. One turns to their
accounts more to learn about military people of the nineteenth century
than about Indians.
For purposes of illustration this essay examines officers' and officers' wives' reflections on Indian women. First, of course, army people
carried with them certain preconceptions about Indian wo'men-expectations of Indian princesses or dirty squaws purveyed in schoolbooks, captivity narratives, and James Fenimore Cooper novels. Noble
savagery had its feminine corollary. The noble Indian princess was
beautiful, virginal yet primitively passionate, innocent, and attracted
to civilization; Christianity, and white men. The ignoble squaw was
squat, haggard, and ugly. She served as slave and drudge to her husband who rarely worked. Furthermore, she fought enemies with a
vengeance and thirst for blood unmatched by any man. 9 The latter
characteristic, of course, underscored another barrier-beyond the one
imposed by stereotype-inspired preconceptions-between military
people and Indian women: the -former's mission to subdue Native
American resistance to Anglo-American occupation of the West.
In spite of such barriers, however, some army officers and their
wives established meaningful and genuine communication with Indian
women. They attained a measure of mutual understanding that, at
least temporarily, transcended notions of civilization and savagery or
8. For a sampling of books on Anglo-American attitudes toward Indians see Robert

F. Berkhofer, Jr., The White Man's Indian: Images of the American Indian from Columbus to
the Present (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1978); Roy Harvey Pearce, Savagism and Civilization: A Study of the Indian and the American Mind (Baltimore: John Hopkins Press, 1967);
Richard Drinnon, Facing West: The Metaphysics of Indian-Hating and Empire Building (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1980); Richard Slotkin, Regeneration Through
Violence: The Mythology of the American Frontier (Middletown: Wesleyan University Press,
1973); and Brian W. Dippie, The Vanishing American: White Attitudes and U.S. Indian Policy
(Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1982).
9. Rayna Green, "The Pocahontas Perplex: The Image of Indian Women in American
Culture," Massachusetts Review, 26 (Autumn 1975), 703-4, 713. See also Alison Bernstein,
"Outgrowing Pocahontas: Toward a New History of American Indian Women," Minority
Notes, 2 (Spring/Summer 1981), 3-4.
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the roles of conqueror and conquered. "In fact," wrote Texas-born Lieutenant Britton Davis about Chiricahua and Warm Springs Apaches,
with an incredible naivete, "we began to find them decidedly human."
Such a revelation was not Davis' alone.. Other military men and women
shared his discovery that Indian women's actual experiences were
richer, more diverse, and simply more human that the conquest methodology allowed or than most of their less informed countrymen might
suppose. 10
Nevertheless, army men's and women's comments about, and
occasional differences of opinion concerning, Indian women reveal more
about their view of "civilized" women's sphere than they do about the
realities of native women's lives. A handful of officers appreciated,
even celebrated, aspects of Indian women's lives and hinted that white
women could learn a thing or two from them. Officers frequently compared Indian to white women and passed judgment on both. For many
officers white women's ways set the "civilized" standard by which
officers measured Indian women. These men believed, for example,
that native women's tendency to work out-of-doors, at a time when
the prescribed civilized sphere emphasized home and hearth, reflected
the Indians' supposed savagery. On the other hand, a few of the men
praised the Indian pattern and criticized the genteel women's aversion
to the outdoors. Army wives, who tended to be middle class and who
saw themselves as genteel ladies, most assuredly did not share similar
sentiments.
In these cases, comments about native women served as vehicles
through which one may observe military people reflecting upon themselves and even engaging in debate about women's proper role in
society, the value of outdoor exercise for women, the "civilized" institution of marriage, and nineteenth century middle class methods of
childbirth. One might learn something about Indian women from military accounts, but one is likely to learn more about military people. 11
Some military men, then, expressed thinly veiled doubts about
Anglo-American cultural superiority by presenting Indian women's
lives in very positive terms and by asserting that these women had
advantages over Anglo-American women. In fact, a handful claimed,
10. Britton Davis, The Truth About Geronimo (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1929), 72.
11. As Roy Harvey Peace explained it, nineteenth-century Americans tended to
define civilization in terms of savagery. This process "forced Americans to consider and
reconsider what it was to be civilized and what it took to build a civilization. Studying
the savage ... in the end they had only studied themselves." See Pearce, Savagism and
Civilization, v.
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In this illustration from Elizabeth Custer's Following the Guidon (1890) the Indian
woman labors while the Indian man poses.

the latter should emulate the former. For officers who usually emphasized the drudgery and degradation of Indian womanhood, this conclusion did not come easily. Yet they had to admit Indian women
enjoyed their lives. How could this be? Why would women who lived
lives of apparent desperation and brutality be happy? Why did endless,
wearisome servitude bring contentment rather than complaints?
Colonel Richard Dodge, who admitted that "a happier, more lighthearted, more contented woman cannot be found," concluded that
Indian women were either ignorant of alternatives or too busy to reflect
on the .horrors of their lives. Lieutenant Colonel Albert Brackett disagreed. True, Shoshone and Ute women worked hard, cooking, packing, carrying. Yet he pronounced their lives "unquestionably far happier
than the do-nothing, thankless, dyspeptic life led by a majority of
American women." At first glance one might pity native women for
their lives. But their health and happiness actually derived from hard
work which took them outdoors and provided exercise. In fact, he
argued, these practices constituted the "main points in the pursuit of
happiness. "12
12. Richard Irving Dodge, Our Wild Indians: Thirty-Three Years' Personal Experience
Among the Red Men of the Great West (Hartford: A.D. Worthington & Company, 1883),
204-5; Albert G. Brackett, "Fort Bridger," typescript, p. 11, Colorado Historical Society,
Denver, Colorado.

:.:
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Others shared Brackett's opinion. In matters of matrimony and
maternity, a significant minority of officers praised Indian ways and
compared them favorably to those of whites. Southwestern tribal women
received a large measure of positive commentary partly because they
lived in permanent villages and shared farming chores with men. This
arrangement more closely approximated Anglo-American ways and so
officers less frequently presented these women as slaves and drudges.
Beyond that, officers noted these Southwestern tribal women claimed
economic advantages, marital rights, and political privileges unknown
to white women. One officer maintained that the Navajos respected
chiefs' wives and consequently allowed them to speak in council meetings. Hopi women not only managed, but owned, their houses, according 'to Captain John Bourke. This meant husbands could sell
household goods only with their wives' permission. Even Lieutenant
James Steele, given to scurrilous statements about Indian women elsewhere, commended Pueblowomen-"creatures ... whose dignity would
not suffer by comparison with some of the queens of civilization." He
believed that Pueblo women possessed "rights all along because they
engaged in manly labor," and so deserved them. White women, on the
other hand, demanded rights but engaged in no productive labor. 13
Others noted Indian women's marital rights, without offering comparable commentary on whether or not white women deserved such
prerogatives. At the same time, these men implied that the Indian way
offered advantages to women. While among the Shawnees and Delawares, for example, Captain Randolph Marcy learned their marriage
contract bound a couple only as long as husband and wife wanted it
so. If a marriage ended, the wife retained all personal property.she
possessed at the time of the wedding. The husband had no claim upon
it.. Marcy praised this practice because it provided the woman with
some independence and probably deterred husbands from behaving
tyrannically and abusing their wives. 14
Musing about Indian marriages prompted an unusual statement
13. Edward K. Eckert and Nicholas J. Amata, eds., Ten Years in the Saddle: The Memoirs
of William Woods Averell (San Rafael, California: Presidio Press, 1972), 154-55; John G.
Bourke, The Snake Dance of the Moquis of Arizona (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons,
1884), 259; and James Steele, Frontier Army Sketches (Chicago: Jansen, McClurg & Company, 1883), 188-89, 192. On a different issue, Henry Heistand, a West Point graduate,
also compared Indian women with women's rights advocates. See "The Indian Woman,"
24-25, unpublished manuscript, Henry Heistand Papers, United States Army Military
History Institute, Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania.
14. Randolph Marcy, Thirty Years of Army Life on the Frontier (New York: Harper &
Brothers, 1866), 88-89.
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of cultural relativism from the pen of Colonel Philippe Regis de Trobriand. This French emigrant turned army officer believed Indian liaisons were principally commercial propositions whereby Indian men
bought and sold women "almost as they buy or hire a horse." Yet, he
argued, young girls sought out these transactions and if they became
mothers in the process, suffered no shame or embarrassment among
their people and eventually found husbands who willingly adopted
children born out of wedlock. They were not expelled from their communities or society in the way a woman might expect to be because
of the condemnation of Anglo-American Christians. De Trobriand explained that Indians did not hold the same perspective, nor did he.
"[E]verything in this world is relative," he philosophized, "nothing is
absolute but mathematical truth, which has nothing in common with
philosophical truth." His studies had opened "visions of great scope,"
as he examined the relationship between the causes of particular behavior and the effects of it. 15
For some army officers, then, the institution of marriage and the
status of women were now viewed from a comparative perspective:
"visions of great scope" had opened and suggested alternatives of
civilization's manners and morality. The same was not true of officers'
wives. They did not turn to native models of marriage. Further, these
women did not share de Trobriand's, or Marcy's or Steele',s views about
Indian women's greater rights or political powers. Such opinions would·
have annoyed, perhaps even infuriated, army wives who firmly believed in their unequivocable superiority to Indian women. They never
deemed Indian women's position or status as more advantageous than
their own.
Instead, they held firm to the idea that Indian males enslaved their
wives. In this mold, Elizabeth Burt remembered that her "first impression of domestic life among the Indians was intensely disagreeable and
prejudiced me greatly against the lordly chief." She watched a woman
struggling with a heavy sack while a man followed behind, prodding
her with a stick. "The brute," she gasped, "[h]ow I wished for a good,
strong soldier to knock him dow~." Elizabeth Custer believed Cheyenne women "servile squaws" and rather remarkably explained away
polygamy as an advantage for Indian women since it meant the wives
15. Lucille M. Kane, ed., Military Life in Dakota: The Journal of Philippe Regis de Trobriand
(St. Paul: Alvord Memorial Commission, 1951),85. For another officer's view of Indian
attitudes toward pre-marital chastity see Captain E. L. Huggins' highly romanticized
poem "Winona: A Dakota Legend," in Winona: A Dakota Legend and Otlier Poems (New
York: G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1890), 3-40.
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would divide the heavy labor. Fanny Corbusier did acknowledge that
among the Nevada Piute, Indian women ruled the household and that
if a husband did not behave, he could be tossed out. But such a view
was rare. Most often officers' wives presented native women as terribly
oppressed. They seemed, in fact, more intent on stressing Indian women's supposed subservience than did the officers. 16
Apparently officers' wives did not discuss the issue with Indian
women. They merely assumed Indian women were, and even perceived themselves to be, oppressed. Perhaps if they had talked with
native women, they could have broadened their view of Indian women's status and power within their own cultures. Recent anthropological and historical scholarship, for instance, challenges as ethno-centric
the belief that Indians themselves considered Indian women subordinate to men. But none of these nineteenth-century army wives questioned this assumption. 17
Why would the white women, more than the men, insist on Indian
women's supposed enslavement and degradation? They did not seem
to be making a statement about oppressed womanhood in general.
There is not much evidence that officers' wives experienced any sense
of twentieth-century "sisterhood" or a shared female culture with native women, although several exceptions to this, particularly in the
matters of childbirth, were noted. Instead, officers' wives preferred to
set themselves apart from and above Indian women. They seemed
compelled to assert their superiority. On this score, they appear even
more rigid than men in setting standards for women.
Indian women's work obviously did not mesh with middle class
America's prescription for female behavior which some historians define as "the cult of domesticity"-the belief that woman's sphere is in
the home where she provides domestic tranquility for her husband
and children and where she communicates moral and cultural values
to the family. 18 To do other than deplore Indian women's physical labor,
16. Merrill Mattes, ed., Indians, Infants and Infantry: Andrew and Elizabeth Burt on the
Frontier (Denver: Old West Publishing Company, 1960),88-89; Elizabeth Custer, Following
the Guidon (Norman: University of Oklahoma'Press, 1966), 86, 98; Fanny Corbusier, Verde
to San Carlos: Recollections of a Famous Army Surgeon and His Observant Family on the Western
Frontier, 1869-1886 (Tucson: Dale Stuart King, 1968), 93.
17. For a recent attempt to present the reality of Indian women's lives see Patricia
Albers and Beatrice Medicine, eds., The Hidden Half: Studies of the Plains Indian Women
(Washington, D.C.: University Press of America, 1983).
18. Jeffrey, Frontier Women, 6. European women. who joined fur trade societies in
Western Canada did not see Indian women as "sisters" either. See Sylvia Van Kirk, Many
Tender Ties: Women in Fur-Trade Society, 1670-1870 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press,
1983). According to Sylvia Van Kirk, "A sharp rise in the expression of racist sentiment
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outdoor life, and general position within their societies might have
risked a challenge to this ideology which provided white women, such
as officers' wives, with an important place and purpose on the western '
frontier. When officers such as Brackett and de Trobriand questioned
"civilized" standards of marriage and morality, they challenged the very
bulwark of these white women's lives. Army wives were not prepared
to have that slip out from under them, particularly when the alternative
offered came from the "savage" world of "inferior" Indians.
The wives would have taken no kindlier to those officers who
admired Indian women's vitality in childbirth and concluded the "Indian way" of bringing children into the world was preferable. Several
men extolled the virtues of native women's stamina, physical endurance and capacity to continue working right up to, and then almost
immediately after parturition. They indicated that white women should
emulate Indian women on the matter. Childbirth practices, then, became another vehicle by which officers could reprove civilization and
its women---':'particularly those of their own social set.
De Trobriand, for instance, found Indian women's childbirth methods "extraordinary" and "natural." He particularly praised their practice of working up to the onset of labor pains and then returning to
work almost immediately after giving birth. White women, he complained, replaced a natural, easy process with "long torture, medical
attendance, intervention of chloroform, puerperal fever, two weeks in
bed, thirty days in the bedroom, and such precaution." They created
artificial environments and in the process "physiCally and morally ...
corrupted the work of nature." As a result, white women proved weaker
and their childbirth mortality rates higher than those of Indian mothers. 19
Another soldier, who eventually became a medical doctor, also
praised Indian women's stamina, especially regarding "womanly functions." William T. Parker greatly admired their "fortitude, perserverance and unflagging devotion to womanly duty," particularly maternal
duties. He attributed their ease in childbirth to large hips, "capacious"
pelvises, and robust health. Unfortunately, he added, Indian wom'en
were adopting white childbirth methods and other "civilized" waysto their detriment. "From an out-of-door life of activity with plenty of
fresh game and wholesome food and clear water, with a healthful tepee for home, the change has been made to log cabins with overheated
close air." The result was deteriorating health and increasing diseases
emerges ... when European women appear upon the scene, a phenomenon which
parallels in the meeting of races in other parts of the world." Ibid" 6.
19. Kane, ed., Military Life, 146.

,:j
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Colonel Philippe Regis de Trobriand, born near Tours, France, in
1816, became a naturalized citizen
just before the Civil War and had a
distinguished career with the Army
of the Potomac. After the war he
served on the frontier for a time,
and left perceptive writings on the
Indian people he encountered.
Courtesy Fort Laramie National
Historic Site, National Park Service.

and miscarriages. Parker meant not only to praise Indian women but
to criticize, albeit gently, programs established to teach native women
the useless pastimes of genteel ladies: "embroidery, poetry, music,
sentimental and religious reading are given too much place." For all
these reasons, then, their health was declining "to the surprise and
disgust of all the Indian mothers and grandmothers."2o
One must be careful in assessing the officers' comments on childbirth. There is certainly evidence that Indian women did not take giving
birth in-stride as these men seem to suggest-nor did their husbands. 21
Moreover, Parker and de Trobriand were not suggesting white women
literally adopt Indi~n childbirth methods. But they did mean to reprove
the delicate, over-refined, even squeamish attitude some white women
20. William T. Parker, Personal Experiences Among Our North American Indians From
1867 to 1885 (Northampton, Massachusetts: n. p., 1913), 101.
21. John Bourke, army officer and ethnologist, was able to collect some interesting
information on childbirth practices among the Apache. According to Bourke, while
Indian women did not experience as much difficulty with childbirth as white women,
they nevertheless found "the curse primeval bears upon them with as much relative
heaviness as it does upon the rest of Eve's family. They suffer from puerperal fever and
often die of it; they suffer from uterine and vaginal lacerations, from all lacteal troubles,
from false presentations, from protracted delivery-from all the dangers which, with
more frequency perhaps, annoy and menace their white sister." See Joseph c. Porter,
Paper Medicine Man: John Gregory Bourke and His American West (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1986), 198.
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took toward childbirth. Unfortunately, Indian childbirth practices did
not merit much attention in army wives' writings and so the subject
did not develop into a debate between the white women and men.
Perhaps Victorian sensibilities prevented these ladies from more open
expression, at least on paper, of thoughts about childbirth.
Whatever the reason for their reticence, there is certainly no indication they shared de Trobriand's admiring opinion that Indian childbirth was "extraordinary" or William Parker's contentions that they
were superior to their own. Explaining that Apache women treated
their new-born babies to an ice cold bath, Lydia Lane merely noted,·
"it must have been disagreeable." And Katherine Fougera reported,
without editorial comment, that while her husband was escorting a
number of Ponca prisoners, one woman dropped out of the line, disappeared behind a bush, and eventually emerged with a baby in her
arms. The officer placed the woman in a wagon so she could rest and
he brought her water. But Mrs. Fougera offered no judgment on either
the woman's methods or her physical strength. 22
Nevertheless, her husband's attentions toward the Ponca woman
proved consequential. When Mrs. Fougera gave birth to their first and
only child, the Ponca husband brought several beaver skins for the
baby-a gesture that deeply touched the officer. His kindness to a
former captive had been returned. "In parting the captain said, gripping the rough hand in a warm clasp," Fougera wrote, '''Again let me
thank you for your gift. Also my squaw thanks you, and may the Great
Spirit prosper you and bring you good hunting'. "23
This story is especially notable for the roles the army officer and
Indian father played in joining the two families around the experiences
of childbirth and motherhood--events usually envisioned as women's
affairs. To be sure, Indian and white women breached barriers through
the bonds of motherhood without a man's intervention. If army wives
did not celebrate Indian childbirth methods, they did recognize a link
with native mothers on occasion. Martha Summerhayes remembered
one relevant incident. She was languishing in her quarters feeling
rather weepy and quite uncertain as how to cope with her new, fretting
baby:
The seventh day after the birth of the baby, a delegation of several
[Apache] squaws, wives of chiefs, carne to pay me a formal visit.
22. See Riley, Women and Indians, 139. Lydia Spencer Lane, I Married a Soldier or Old
Days in the Old Army (Albuquerque: Horn & Wallace Publishers, 1964), 67; Katherine
Gibson Fougera, With Custer's Cavalry (Caldwell, Idaho: Caxton Publishers, 1942), 282.
23. Fougera, With Custer's Cavalry, 282.

460

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

OCTOBER 1989

They brought me some finely woven baskets, and a beautiful papoose-basket or cradle, such as they carry their own babies in ...
it was their best work. I admired it, and tried to express to them
my thanks. These squaws took my baby (he was lying beside me
on the bed), then, cooing and chuckling, they looked about the
room, until they found a small pillow, which they laid in the basketcradle, then put my baby in, drew the flaps together, and laced
him into it; then stood it up, and laid it down, and laughed again
in their gentle manner, and finally soothed him to sleep. I was
quite touched by the friendliness of it all. 24
In at least one case such beneficial interaction worked in the opposite direction. Presenting his wife's description of the following experience in his autobiography, Captain Richard Pratt explained that it
demonstrated "the delicate perception of the Indian woman, and the
strong mother love in all races." His wife, working in her quarters at
Fort Arbuckle, with the outer door open, noticed a "most miserable
and repulsive squaw" approach. As the Kiowa woman scooped up the
Pratt baby in her arms, the officer's wife sprang forward and reclaimed
her daughter:
The poor miserable woman looked at me in the most pitiful manner, then gathering up the corner of her blanket she held it as one
would hold a sick infant, at the same time crooning a mournful
cry, she made a sign that her baby had died, and to tell how great
her grief, she showed she had cut off her little finger at the second
joint, which was one of the extreme mourning, customs of the
Kiowas ... my sympathies were so moved that almost unconsciously I replaced our baby in her arms. Tenderly and carefully
the bereaved Indian mother handled her as she passed her hands
over the plump little limbs. After some moments she handed her
back. with a grateful look and with a hearty handshake she departed. 25
One week later the Kiowa woman returned with a basket of wild plums
for the Pratts. Again she held the Pratt child and "this time with signs
asked permission and was permitted to kiss the child, for this sorrowing
Indian mother was no longer repulsive." Another week passed and
she returned with two buffalo tongues, asking only the chance to hold
the baby.26
24. Surnrnerhayes, Vanished Arizona, 100-10l.
25. Quoted in Robert M. Utley, ed., Battlefield and Classroom: Four Decades With the
American Indian, 1867-1904 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1964), 37-38.
26. Ibid., 37-38.
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The Apache delegation to Mrs. Summerhayes' quarters and Mrs.
Pratt's kindness to the mourning Kiowa woman demonstrated the capacity of both Indian and white women to help one another. The army
captain's kind treatment of the Ponca woman and the Ponca father's
return gesture indicate military and Indian men could be equally sensitive. That such kindness related to matters of motherhood suggests
both sexes as well as both races recognized it as a universal experience-one that led to, at least temporarily, reciprocal compassion and
understanding.
These incidents also demonstrate the complexity of relationships
between military _and Indian people. They indicate the folly of neat
assumptions thqt officers' wives proved more likely to exercise compassion or perceive Indians in notably more positive ways than officers.
At the same time, they should not overshadow the barriers which
continued to exist between Indian and white on the military frontierthe most obvious barrier, the warfare between the army and the Indians. Finally, an analysis of army officers' and officers' wives' remarks
about Indian women indicates that while these people reveal some
information about Indians, they reveal far more about themselves.
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